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On reviewing the history of the develop- 
ment of data archives and libraries in Canada, 
two major concerns have been raised continu- 
ally since the late sixties: firstly, that the docu- 
mentation or codebook for the data is complete 
and that standard coding formats are used; 
and secondly, that a comprehensive inventory 
of machine readable data files is made avail- 
able for secondary research. Attempts have 
been made to address the creation of an inven- 
tory; however, maintenance of the inventory 
has not been possible owing to lack of perma- 
nent funding. The importance of such an 
inventory has been of continuing interest to 
both the data archival community and the 
research community who use social science 
data. Many researchers must use American 
data, as knowledge of Canadian data does not 
readily exist. Lack of information on sources 
of machine readable data in Canada can result 
in duplication of effort and expenditure. 

Use of computers for statistical purposes 
began in the sixties. Both governments and 
university social science programs began to 
use computers for the creation and manipula- 
tion of socio-economic data. Statistics Canada 
was, and still is, the major producer of such 
data. Other federal departments, however, 
have also become major producers either in- 
house or through the use of contracts. The 
Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Bicul- 
turalism produced several national surveys 
through contracts with social science resear- 
chers. Universities began to create data 
archives to acquire, store and disseminate data 
sets to academics. The Institute for Behavioural 
Research maintained an advanced survey 
research centre, which in 1971 was organized 
into three specialized units: the Canadian Atti- 
tude Archive, the Cross-national Archive and 
the Census Data Archive. The University of 
Saskatchewan maintained the Sample Survey 
Centre and Data Bank and the University of 
Montreal operated the Centre de Sondage. 
Data libraries and archives were small but 
active centres for the dissemination of machine 
readable data. 

The concern over the lack of information 
about existing Canadian sources of data was 
formalized in the early seventies in a report 
prepared for the Joint Steering Committee of 
the Association of Universities and Colleges 
of Canada (AUCC) and the Social Science 
Research Council of Canada (SSRCC). 
Mr. H.C. Campbell, Chief Librarian of the 
Toronto Public Libraries at the time, under- 
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took a study, “Data Clearing House for the 
Social Sciences,”” in which he reviewed the 
state of machine readable data in the early 
seventies. Also included in the study was a 
cursory inventory of holdings of various data 
centres and a survey of one hundred and fifty- 
seven faculty users and producers of research 
data from Canadian universities. Although 
not all of the faculty members were using or 
creating machine readable data at that time, 
most predicted fairly substantial use of such 
data over the next five years. In his report, 
Mr. Campbell concluded that the creation and 
use of machine readable data was evident in all 
provinces and in all sectors. He also acknowl- 
edged the large number of research grants 
awarded by the Canada Council to the social 
sciences, many of which produced quantita- 
tive data. His recommendation, which was 
accepted by the Joint AUCC/SSRCC Steering 
Committee, was the creation of a social science 
data clearing house. The major objectives of 
the clearing house were to be: (1) the prepara- 
tion of an index of social data holdings in 
machine readable form held by Canadian uni- 
versities, non-profit research agencies and 
other bodies involved in social science 
research; (2) the collection of descriptions of 
machine readable data from federal and pro- 
vincial governments and the operation as a 
liaison between individual researchers and 
government departments; (3) the provision of 
information to individual researchers on the 
location of data; and (4) the provision of 
technical information for effective use of the 
data. 

Based on this recommendation, the Data 
Clearing House for the Social Sciences (DCHSS) 
became a reality. One of its first major tasks 
was to prepare a standard description form to 
be used in the collection of information on 
machine readable data files. DCHSS encour- 
aged the input of ideas from the data archival 
community in Canada on the elements to be 
included in the collection of descriptive infor- 
mation. Over the next few years, DCHSS was 
able to collect valuable information on the 
location and contents of machine readable 
data in existence in the university sector, the 
private sector and governments at all levels. A 
major database was created and a useful pub- 
lished inventory was distributed. The DCHSS 
also published a bulletin that contained infor- 
mation on archival activities, national and 
international; major research projects; new 
sources of data; and other activities of interest 


to the data user community. Unfortunately, 
the DCHSS was not able to obtain funding to 
continue its work. This was a major loss to the 
social science community as the DCHSS had 
been most successful in obtaining descriptive 
information from government — sources. 
Another major loss was that of the inventory 
in its computerized form. The tapes have never 
been found and therefore no other organiza- 
tion was able to take over the updating of the 
inventory. 

Since the demise of the DCHSS in 1979, 
the Machine Readable Archives has under- 
taken two projects that have revealed that the 
need for an inventory is still very important to 
the social science community. Results of the 
User Survey undertaken in 1982 indicated that 
an inventory or union list of machine readable 
data files, whether on-line or in published 
form, was by far the most needed tool. At the 
Vancouver Consultation in June 1983, and 
throughout the interviews that lead to the 
report on the “Canadian Electronic Cultural 
Heritage,” the need for an inventory was ex- 
pressed many times. Some researchers felt that 
such an inventory should be undertaken by an 
organization that had permanent funding and 
that perhaps it could be done on a smaller 
scale. Many specialized inventories have been 
completed over the past few years; however, 
each has been limited in its scope compared to 
what the DCHSS attempted to do. 

Since funding for social science research 
has diminished in the eighties, it is important 
to reduce research costs through the knowledge 
and use of existing records. A tremendous 
amount of data is being produced that could 
be used, if identified. 

Standardization of descriptive elements 
for machine readable data have been defined 
and information management packages are 
now more flexible in accepting data in other 
formats. These facts now make possible the 
creation of a less costly and more useful inven- 
tory. The MRA has been seriously considering 
a pilot project to determine the cost and 
feasibility of creating such an inventory. The 
pilot project would include approximately ten 
data archives that would submit descriptive 
information about their holdings to one cen- 
tre. This centre would then convert the data 
into a standard format; or if the descriptive 
information was not in machine readable form 
the centre would do the data entry. A printed 
inventory would be available. The first task in 
the pilot project would be to reach agreement 
on the descriptive elements to be used. It 
would then be necessary to determine the fea- 
sibility and cost of the inventory. The Machine 
Readable Archives is planning to fund a 
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meeting of a limited number of data archivists 
and librarians in the late fall. The purpose of 
the meeting will be to determine the descrip- 
tive elements that are to be used and to decide 
on the next steps involved. It is hoped that a 
Union List of Canadian Machine Readable 
Data Files will be a reality within the next two 


years. 
a 
I | | 


LASSISiN|i84 


Over ninety data archivists, librarians, 
researchers and other users and creators of 
machine readable data attended the [ASSIST 
‘84 conference in Ottawa, May 15 to May 18. 
The week began with a day of pre-conference 
workshops designed to provide practical infor- 
mation and experience on specific aspects of 
machine readable data. Workshop topics 
included: Complex Data Files, Microcom- 
puters, Data Library Management, and Cata- 
loguing Microcomputer Data Files. 

The conference opened with an interna- 
tional panel of representatives of statistical 
agencies from Canada, Sweden, England and 
the United States. The topic of the panel was 
“Issues Confronting Statistical Agencies: An 
International Perspective.” Members of the 
panel included: Christopher Denham, Office 
of Population Census and Surveys, England; 
Edmund Rapaport, Statistics Sweden; Lorne 
Rowebottom, Statistics Canada; and Paul 
Zeisset, Bureau of the Census, United States. 
Each representative outlined the activities of 
his respective agency addressing specific pro- 
blems that are and will be confronted in the 
next few years. Similar issues were addressed 
and the audience was able to see how different 
countries were confronting similar issues. The 
session was very informative and stimulated 
many questions from both the panel and the 
audience. 

The sub-theme of Privacy and Confiden- 
tiality began in the afternoon with a plenary 
session focusing on the researcher's view of 
these issues. Professor John Bossons of the 
Institute for Political Analysis, University of 
Toronto, addressed the problems experienced 
in obtaining and using microdata. Thomas 
Brown, Vice-President of the Association of 
Public Data Users and David Worton of 
Statistics Canada, responded to the issues rais- 
ed by Professor Bossons. 

The plenary session lead into three con- 
current sessions, each dealing with a specific 
aspect of privacy and confidentiality: anony- 
mization techniques, which addressed tech- 
niques used by statistical agencies and private 
companies in their collection and use of data; 
legislative aspects associated with machine 


readable data in an international perspective; 
and the implications on archives of privacy 
and confidentiality issues, in particular the 
effect on distribution and standardization. 

The second sub-theme, the Advance of 
Technology, addressed the advances in statis- 
tical software packages and their adaptation to 
microcomputers. Nancy Morisson, SPSS Inc. 
and Gary Anderson, SIR/DBMS Inc. were the 
major speakers and provided insights into the 
changes being made in these packages. It was 
suggested that a useful addition to this type of 
session would be a user of these packages who 
could discuss problems encountered in using 
the software. 

Three concurrent sessions followed, each 
one dealing with a specific aspect of the topic. 
“To Minis and Micros” dealt with the adapta- 
tions or approaches required by archivists and 
researchers in making the transition from 
mainframes to minis and micros. The ‘““Com- 
plex Data Bases” session addressed the prob- 
lems experienced by researchers in analysing 
data in hierarchical and relational data bases. 
The “On-Line Bibliographic Systems” session 
discussed the different approaches that can be 
taken in developing on-line bibliographic 
systems. 

The third sub-theme, Changing Roles and 
Responsibilities, began with a session on ‘The 
Growth of the Information Elite.” Nancy 
Brodie, National Library of Canada; Joseph 
Paradi, Dataline Systems Limited; and Erika 
Von Brunken, Karolinska Institute Library 
and Information Centre, Sweden, debated the 
question of whether a new elite was being 
created due to the cost of equipment and 
knowledge of the use of computers. Three con- 
current sessions followed: ‘Data Archives and 
Libraries: New Challenges,” which assessed 
the impact of government policies on the 
establishment and maintenance of data 
archives; “Data Collection and Use: New 
Directions,” which addressed new trends in 
data processing and their impact on govern- 
ments, universities and private companies; 
and finally, the ‘Collection and Use of Interna- 
tional Data,” which outlined the problems that 
the collection of data from cross-national 
sources poses to both archivists and researchers. 

Lunch hour meetings were held for two 
groups: DataLink and the [ASSIST Working 
Group on the Preparation of an International 
Standard Bibliographic Description for 
MRDF. The latter met to discuss a draft work- 
ing paper and approve recommendations on 
changes to specific cataloguing rules. This 
report will be submitted to the ISBD(NBM) 
Review Group. 

Discussions carried over into the social 
activities of the conference. Both Statistics 
Canada and the Public Archives sponsored 


receptions for participants. A Tenth Anniver- 
sary buffet/reception was held on the last 
night, followed by a digital disco. A tour of 
the city in a double-decker bus, with a stop at 
Statistics Canada to see a CANSIM demon- 
stration, was organized. The week provided 
an excellent opportunity for participants to 
meet with colleagues from North America and 
Europe and discuss issues and problems that 
are confronting the profession. 

The Program and Local Arrangements 
Committees would like to thank all partici- 
pants for their enthusiastic participation in the 
conference. Next year’s conference will be in 
Amsterdam in May. The theme of the confer- 
ence is “Public Access to Public Data.” 
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In August 1983, Wendy Watkins, Data 
Archivist at Carleton University; Charles 
Humphrey, Data Library Analyst at the Uni- 
versity of Alberta; and Laine Ruus, Data 
Librarian at the University of British Colum- 
bia, submitted to the Social Science and 
Humanities Research Council a proposal for 
the establishment of a communication link 
among Canadian data archives and libraries 
using computer conferencing technology. The 
objective was to improve communication 
among the repositories, and the proposal re- 
quested funds to support use of the system. 
Funding for a one-year trial was provided. Mr. 
Humphrey contacted as many archives and 
libraries as possible, inviting their participa- 
tion. Approximately twenty _ institutions 
responded. A session was held at the [ASSIST 
‘84 conference to introduce the conferencing 
system and discuss its application. 

Not only is the conferencing system being 
used to improve communication, but it also 
has as a major objective the development of a 
set of recommended standards for the prepara- 
tion of machine readable data files. Through 
the conferencing system all users will be able 
to contribute their ideas and suggestions on the 
development of these standards. 

The data archives and library community 
is asmall one, both in numbers and in funding. 
Efforts have been made to organize meetings 
to discuss issues but not everyone has been 
able to attend. It is hoped that the confer- 
encing system will provide a low-cost way to 
improve communications and to discuss and 
resolve problems associated with the archiving 
of machine readable data files. 


The articles in this issue were prepared by Sue 
Gavrel, MRA. 
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